THE RETURN Tu

terrified at the idea of confessing it to her earlier, and yet, now that it's
all over, here I am telling her about it. It's absurd ..."

And Aunt Isabelle not only delighted at being able to flutter on the
periphery of the drama, but overjoyed at the opportunity of talking
of herself, had replied: "It's terrible, my poor child. And I can very
well understand what you must have suffered, because I, too, you see,
a long, long time ago . .. There has never been any reason to tell you.
One keeps these things to oneself, except in moments like this, between
women. But in my case it took a different course to yours. Your grand-
mother married me to poor Olivier. Pointlessly too, as things turned
out, since I had a natural miscarriage. But in any case my life was
spoilt... I too have had my romance."

What? Stout Aunt Isabelle, compressed into her corsets, with her
pepper-and-salt hair and her tortoiseshell spectacles, Aunt Isabelle the
irreproachable 1

"The man who made me pregnant," Isabelle had added confidenti-
ally, "was Simon Lachaume. You're surprised! If I'd been cleverer I
might today perhaps be a Minister's wife. But he was married, I feared
the scandal."

Marie-Ange had made no reply. But the revelation had been the last
blow, a mortal, irreparable wound. "He might at least have told me,"
she thought, "and not aped the emotion of a man to whom this has
happened for the first time.'5

And everyone had left for Mauglaives, whose restoration had been
Jean-Noel's wedding present; and there they found themselves living in
a builder's yard.

Isabelle was rather surprised at Marie-Ange's reserve towards her.
Here at Mauglaives she seemed to be happy only in the company of
the Laverdures. But she could not spend her life in the old huntsman's
cottage. So she stayed nearly all day shut up in her room, the Chamber
of Diane, that fabulous room, hung with the tapestries displaying count-
less little golden figures, in which her mother had been murdered.
Marie-Ange had insisted on having this particular room, not only from
some obscure nostalgia for calamity, but also so that Lydia might not
occupy it.

The balustrade of the balcony from which Laverdure had hurled
the fragile body down had been rebuilt of new stone.

Marie-Ange read novels and the newspapers in which banner head-
lines announced the deteriorating international situation. From time
to time she ran across the name of Lachaume.

"On the occasion of a banquet given at Jeumont by the Mayors of
his constituency, the ex-Minister for War made an extensive tour of
the political horizon and declared in particular that..."

Then she thought of the house at Jeumont.
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